A True King

The forest landscape rushed past Daniel as he ran as fast as his legs would carry him. He looked back to see several horsemen pursuing him and quickly gaining ground. The only way he was able to evade them was because of the immense forest of tightly packed trees. While he was able to dodge and maneuver around the trees, the horsemen were unable to pass through as easily. Why are they trying to kill me? Daniel thought as he sprinted through the thick shrubbery. I’m going to die! he thought with dread.  After minutes of running, he ducked swiftly behind a large boulder, hoping no one saw him. He panted heavily but tried to steady his breathing. The ominous hoofbeats fell silent as the horses’ riders dismounted. Daniel froze as he heard approaching footsteps, sending waves of fear up his spine. He glanced at his sword. I can’t take on all of them. A sharp gleaming sword appeared around the massive rock. “Where’d he go?” a deep voice boomed. “I don’t know, he just vanished,” echoed another. “Keep looking! The king will have our heads if we don’t find him.” Why do they need to find me? thought Daniel, astonished that they hadn’t found him. “Come on, keep searching,” barked one of the men, who by his black and red patterned chest plate signified his service to King Zephnar. Questions stormed through Daniel’s head. 
When he saw that the soldiers were gone, he cautiously ran back to his home in the small village of Kathlar. Upon entering the front door, his mother ran towards Daniel and threw her arms around him. “What happened?” she asked, with dread in her eyes. Daniel hesitated. “I was attacked.” he said after some time. “By who?” his mother asked worriedly. “I think it was the knights of Zephnar.” “That wretched viper!” cried his mother. “You need to leave!” “Why?” asked Daniel. She hesitated then spoke, “Do you know who your grandfather was?” “Only from what you have told me,” said Daniel. There was silence. “He was once the king of Telkyra, but then Zephnar murdered him and your father, and took the throne. I narrowly escaped with you into Kathlar. I always feared this day would come,” she told him with dismay. “What does this mean?” asked Daniel. “It means you are rightfully the king of Telkyra.”
 The words struck him like an arrow to the chest. “NO. Not me. I could never be king.” “I’m so sorry I have not told you before, I didn’t want to endanger you. But now, because of all of this, I needed to. You will be a great king,” Daniel’s mother said caringly. They embraced. Then with tears gleaming in her eyes she said, “You need to leave now, or they will find you.” Daniel hesitantly nodded and began to head for the door. “Remember, Daniel, the secret of the kings is that a king is –,” she clutched her stomach, fell to her knees, and looked up into Daniels eyes, “Run.” Then she collapsed on the floor and behind her stood the one who had killed his father and grandfather, King Zephnar.
 “NO!” he screamed as he fell to the floor, tears streaming down his face. The king tossed the bloodied knife to the floor and spoke in a sinister, yet calm voice. “I’ve been looking for you. Whoever thought a teenager could pose such a threat.” An evil smile crossed his face. “So, you finally figured it out. You may THINK you’re a king, but you’re worthless.” Zephnar drew his sword. Daniel backed to the door. “If you even try, I’ll run you through!” The king stepped forward. Suddenly, a tremor ran through the earth beneath. They both froze as a tremendous roar echoed underground. The entire house started to sink downwards. Fear surged through Daniel. Without thinking, he jumped through the door with Zephnar close behind. He ran towards the woods. Upon arrival, he saw that many of the villagers had already fled their homes because of Zephnar and his knights, who had set the village ablaze, and because of the unknown horror that was coming their way. “Run! You all need to leave!” screamed Daniel. The villagers quickly led their screaming children and fled into the forest. Daniel looked back. The ground under the village sank deep beneath the earth. Suddenly two massive scaled jaws with enormous teeth burst through the ground and then snapped closed with a tremendous boom. Kathlar was gone.
 Daniel couldn’t believe it. His and the villagers’ homes were gone. He ran quickly to join the others, trying hard not to collapse from despair.  “What are we to do?” asked a woman next to her child. “We should head for the city of Ravenath. It may have some room for us. I can lead you all there, I’ve been there before.” Since everyone in the village trusted Daniel, they chose him to lead the way.  
 The journey to Ravenath lasted days. The weak and devastated villagers traversed the forested mountains. Daniel contemplated how to tell them his secret, but had absolutely no idea how.  In the meantime, his focus was on serving the villagers by hunting for food and keeping watch over them. Abruptly, a cry of delight rang out from ahead. Daniel ran to meet the voice. Behind the hill stood a young boy, shouting at the top of his lungs, “I see it!” Daniel looked ahead to where he was pointing. Ravenath. The strong walls loomed in the distance. He smiled with relief that they were almost out of Zephnar’s reach. All the villagers shouted for joy. “Where do you think you’re going?” the evil voice of Zephnar rang behind him. Daniel turned face to face with his parents’ murderer, the sinister remains of his army standing behind him.
 “How did you find us?” asked Daniel. “I have my sources,” the malevolent tyrant said, pushing Daniel to the ground. Daniel winced as he struck the cold stone beneath him. He drew his sword and deflected the blow that was aimed at his chest. Rage filled Zephnar’s face, as the true king of Telkyra rose to his feet and positioned himself for battle. Though the villagers from Kathlar had no experience in battle, they gathered any weapon they could find and charged the enemy. The ranks collided. Metal clashing against metal. The trained soldiers were unprepared for the swift attack. Though outnumbered, the villagers began to gain the upper hand. Meanwhile, Daniel and Zephnar fought vigorously, dodging blows from each other. Zephnar had much more experience than Daniel with the sword, but Daniel’s agility had its benefits. The once green field was now stained with the red of blood. Seeing the villagers and soldiers alike being mercilessly slaughtered, Daniel stepped backwards “Stop it!” all eyes flashed toward Daniel. “Stop the killing!” “Are you afraid of a little violence?” mocked Zephnar as he kicked Daniel. Daniel’s sword clattered to the ground. He reached for it, but failed. “You were never destined to be king!” Everyone was astonished at the King’s words. Now they all knew Daniel’s secret.
“You are nothing, just like the rest of your family. Any last words?” The king’s sword lowered to Daniel’s neck. Daniel looked up at Zephnar with kindness. “I forgive you.” “Your forgiveness means nothing to me!” Zephnar yelled, as he lifted his sword to finish him. Suddenly, a sword pierced Zephnar’s back. He painfully turned to see his own general standing in front of him, sword still in hand. “You!” Zephnar screamed. “He has done nothing to you. I now know killing these helpless people was wrong.” The general turned to Daniel and knelt down. “My king”. All the soldiers of Zephnar and the villagers knelt and shouted, “Long live the king!” “NO, I am your king-” Zephnar collapsed to the ground, never to rise again. 
After regaining strength and supplies in Ravenath, Daniel and the villagers travelled back to Kathlar. A gaping hole marked where their beautiful village once stood. He fell to his knees. Through his tears, he remembered the secret of the kings that his mother had started to remind him of the day she died. The true secret of a king is not to be served but to serve, and to lay down his life for his people. A king was supposed to be like a shepherd and guide his people instead of serving himself. It was there all along. His mother had taught him this long ago. He hadn’t known the significance before, but now it was perfectly clear. His mother had been preparing him for becoming king. He remembered his mother. “Thank you,” he whispered. Years later, Kathlar had been rebuilt, larger and more prosperous than before. Under Daniel’s long and noble reign, a time of peace and prosperity had finally come, and certainly would continue for the great kingdom of Telkyra.
